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To grade or not to grade: balancing formative and summative assessment 
in post-16 teacher trainee observations  
Richard Matthews, University of Nottingham1 
Andrew Noyes, University of Nottingham 
 
Abstract 
The issue of whether trainee teachers in the post-16 sector should have their classroom 
practice graded has been debated for a number of years. The case for training courses 
UHWDLQLQJDQHPSKDVLVRQZULWWHQDQGYHUEDOµGHYHORSPHQWDO¶IHHGEDFNDWWKHH[SHQVHRI
µMXGJHPHQWV¶appears to be lost. This paper is set within the context of an ever growing 
culture of performativity in English Further Education Colleges, where grading is 
regarded as an essential requirement to ensure high quality teaching. Tensions are 
explored betweeQVWDNHKROGHUVZKRFDOOIRUJUDGHGREVHUYDWLRQVRIWUDLQHHV¶FODVVURRP
performance (e.g. Ofsted and FEC quality assurance managers), and classroom-based 
trainers and researchers who argue that grading is too judgemental and compromises 
the formative and developmental progress of trainees. The rationale for trainee teachers 
to have their classroom practice graded is contrasted with evidence that highlights the 
negative results of grading. The paper reports findings from the evaluation of an 
innovative, alternative strategy that addresses 2IVWHG¶Vcentral requirement for trainees 
WRNQRZµZKHUHWKH\DUH¶LQWKHLUGHYHORSPHQWE\RIIHULQJDPLGGOHZD\EHWZHHQJUDGLQJ
DQGQRWJUDGLQJWUDLQHHV¶FODVVURRPSHUIRUPDQFH 
 
Introduction 
There is general agreement that the concept of teacher professionalism in the FE sector 
has changed considerably and for the worse over the last two decades (e.g. Avis, 2003, 
2005; Gleeson et al, 2005). It has been argued that a culture of management-led 
performativity has had a negative impact on teacher identity and resulted in reduced 
autonomy and professional empowerment (Sachs, 2000, 2001; Ball, 2003, 2004; 
Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012). 
A central thesis of these critiques is that the judgemental approach to assessing 
WHDFKHUV¶FODVVURRPSHUIRUPDQFHLVOLQNHGWRDXGLWWUDLOVSHUIRUPDQFHPDQDJHPHQWDQG
other types of accountability and that these undermine the processes and development 
of reflective practice (Gosling, 2005). The observation of classroom practice has become 
³QRUPDOLVHGDVDSHUIRUPDWLYHWRRORIPDQDJHULDOLVWV\VWHPVGHVLJQHGWRHQVXUHDQG
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improve standards, performance DQGDFFRXQWDELOLW\LQWHDFKLQJDQGOHDUQLQJ´2¶/HDU\
2012: 1). Research suggests that this process causes anxiety and loss of self-esteem 
amongst teachers, including trainees (Williams, 1989; Norrish, 1996; Lee, 2007). 
Trainee teachers, many of whom would be undertaking in-service training and therefore 
have considerable experience of teaching, feel defensive as a consequence of graded 
observations. They feel that they receive little subsequent developmental support in 
their classroom performance (Cosh, 1998).  
The last two decades have seen considerable changes in what it means to be a teacher 
professional. A dichotomy has developed between the managerial demands for accurate 
TXDOLW\DVVXUDQFHPHDVXUHPHQWVDQGWHDFKHUV¶UHTXLUHPHQWVIRUVXSSRUWLYHTXDOLW\ 
improvement (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012). Hargreaves and Fullan, (see also Sachs 
(2000) and Avis (2003)) argue that what teachers require to become professionals is the 
capacity to improve their classroom practice and to collaborate in developing teaching 
and learning strategies with fellow teachers. The current managerialist strategies, they 
argue, have failed to achieve an enhanced professionalism. If anything, the strategies 
have resulted in teaching becoming de-professionalised with teachers conforming to the 
observation requirements. What is needed for an active and dynamic teaching profession 
is for teachers to develop their confidence and expertise based on a culture that 
encourages empowerment and autonomy. 
The problem that has emerged is how to develop reflective, autonomous professionals in 
DFXOWXUHWKDWHPSKDVLVHVµPHDVXUHPHQW¶RIWHDFKLQJSHUIRUPDQFHUDWKHUWKDQ
µGHYHORSPHQW¶'LIIHUHQWVROXWLRQVKDYHEHHQVXJJHVWHG2QWKHRQHKDQG2¶/HDU\
(2012) has called for a moratorium on grading classroom observations due to its 
negative impact on developing teacher professionalism, whilst Bousted and Hobby(2012) 
KDYHDFNQRZOHGJHGWKDWDOWKRXJKµEDGREVHUYDWLRQ¶H[LVWVWKDWLVQRH[FXVHIRUQRW
having an observation process that uses measurement (i.e. grading) in order to raise 
WHDFKHUµSHUIRUPDQFH¶ The tension between managerialism and quality assurance on the 
one hand and professional development, reflection and personal development on the 
other can be seen in many sectors of education.  We now turn to focus on one such 
context: teacher training in the post-16 sector. 
During the past decade there has been a growing debate about whether trainee teachers 
(hereafter known as trainees) in the post-16 sector in England should have observations 
of their teaching practice graded using criteria2 established by Ofsted. We will explore 
                                                          
2This paper refers to criteria used by Ofsted for inspections of teacher training in the Learning and 
Skills Sector from 2009 up until September 2012, at which point new criteria were implemented. 
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this debate in two parts. Firstly, we contextualise the pressure to grade trainee 
REVHUYDWLRQVLQWKHJRYHUQPHQW¶VHGXFDWLRQDOUHIRUPDJHQGD:H examine the reasons 
why the majority of post-16 teacher training consortia in England have moved from a 
SRVLWLRQRIJLYLQJSXUHO\IRUPDWLYHIHHGEDFNDQGQRWJUDGLQJWKHLUWUDLQHHV¶FODVVURRP
practice, to a position of grading performance. The paper also discusses why some post-
16 teacher training consortia have resisted the pressure to grade.   
Secondly, this paper reports findings from an action research project that aimed to 
develop DQDOWHUQDWLYHVWUDWHJ\WR2¶/HDU\¶Vproposed moratorium on graded 
observations. This alternative approach addresses the tensions that have emerged in 
policy, practice and research. It accepts the political constraints of the educational world 
WKDWUHTXLUHµMXGJHPHQWV¶RQperformance, whilst at the same time emphasising teacher 
µGHYHORSPHQW¶WKURXJKHQhanced autonomy and empowerment. The alternative strategy 
continues to allow managers to obtain data for monitoring quality assurance through 
graded observations, but affords trainees the opportunity to use observation feedback 
from their employers in a way that enhances their professional development. The 
research also supports the case for tutors and mentors to not grade trainees as part of 
their ITT course 
 
The case for the grading of WUDLQHHWHDFKHUV¶FODVVURRPSUDFWLFH 
Ofsted became responsible for inspecting teacher training in the FE sector in 2001. In its 
first significant review of Initial Teacher Training (ITT) provision Ofsted (2003) voiced 
serious criticisms about the quality of training being offered. Courses lacked a 
³VDWLVIDFWRU\IRXQGDWLRQRISURIHVVLRQDOGHYHORSPHQWIRU)(WHDFKHUV´,QSDUWLFXODU
WKHUHZHUHFULWLFLVPVPDGHRIWKHREVHUYDWLRQSURFHVV7XWRUV¶MXGJHPHQWVRIWUDLQHHV¶
teaching practice were judged to be weak, with a lack of clarity about what level trainees 
needed to achieve to meet the requirements of the teaching standards. Ofsted also 
highlighted the requirement IRUWUDLQHHVWRµNQRZZKHUHWKH\ZHUH¶ in their professional 
development. Ofsted recommended that there should be more involvement of Human 
Resource (HR) managers in the management of ITT courses, with more integration of 
³WKHLQLWLDOWUDLQLQJRIWHDFKHUVZLWKRWKHUDVSHFWVRIWKHPDQDJHPHQWRIWKHLUVWDII´
(Ofsted, 2003:2). 
In its subsequent review of ITT in the FE sector between 2004 and 2008, Ofsted (2009) 
FRQWLQXHGWRFULWLFLVHWKHSRRUMXGJHPHQWVEHLQJPDGHRIWUDLQHHV¶SURJUHVV and the 
limited contribution made by HR managers to forming those judgements. Observation of 
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FODVVURRPSUDFWLFHZDVGHVFULEHGDVEHLQJ³RQHRIWKHZHDNHUDVSHcts of provision 
SURYLGHG´Once again, Ofsted called for a stronger link between ITT and HR 
processes, suggesting that ITT tutors be part of the internal observation process for 
quality assurance. As a result, the guidelines for grading ITT courses in the 2008-2011 
F\FOHRILQVSHFWLRQVIRFXVHGVSHFLILFDOO\RQWKHRXWFRPHVRIWKHREVHUYDWLRQRIWUDLQHHV¶
classroom practice. The Ofsted guidance did not specifically instruct HEI consortia to 
grade trainees. However, there was a clear assumption that tutors would make Ofsted-
style judgements on their trainees. As part of the inspection process, inspectors would 
observe the complete process of tutors observing their trainees and then giving 
feedback. The inspectors would then determine the accuracy of the tuWRUV¶MXGJHPHQWV
A consequence of this increased focus on making Ofsted-VW\OHMXGJHPHQWVRQWUDLQHHV¶
classroom performance resulted in the majority of HEI providers implementing some 
form of grading policy. 
  
The impact of grading observations on quality assurance processes in post-16 
institutions 
)(FROOHJHV¶TXDOLW\DVVXUDQFHSURFHVVes typically include annual observation and grading 
of teachers¶SUDFWLFH. This process is normally linked to performance management or 
appraisal meetings where development issues can be raised with individual teachers to 
assist in the process of continuing professional development (Lee, 2007). With the data 
that is collected, institutions are able to self-evaluate the quality of teaching and learning 
on the basis of teachers¶ grades. Whether having this data leads to improved practice is 
a moot point. 
As many of our (in-service) trainees are members of the teaching staff, they too are 
observed under this quality assurance process and receive a formal grade each year. 
Trainees experience being µWUDLQHHDVOHDUQHU¶ZLWKWKHLUWXWRUDVZHOODV¶WUDLQHHDV
WHDFKHU¶ZLWKWKHLUOLQHPDQDJHU 2OOLQ¶V(2009a) research reported that HR managers 
regarded the REVHUYDWLRQRIWUDLQHHVWREHSDUWRIWKHSURFHVVRI³GULYLQJXSVWDQGDUGV
driYLQJXSVXFFHVVUDWHV>DQG@DVSLULQJWRH[FHOOHQFH´ (22). However, although the HR 
managers regarded the role of tutors as developmental when observing their trainees, 
³WKH\DOVRLPSOLHGUHVSRQVLELOLW\RQWKHSDUWRIWKHVHWXWRUVWRDVVXUHVWDQGDUGVRI
teaFKLQJ´(22) against the Ofsted criteria, i.e. trainees were regarded as teachers rather 
than learners and tutors were expected to make summative rather than formative 
comments. While this process might be acceptable for trainees who have been teaching 
for several years, no allowance is made for new in-service trainees who have limited 
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experience in the classroom.  There is a conflict here between the concerns of the HR 
manager seHNLQJ³JRRG´JUDGHV and the ITT tutors privileging formative feedback with 
developmental goals and avoiding the use of summative grades in keeping with the 
formative assessment research (Black and Wiliam, 1998). 
Ofsted has argued that the formative, developmental approach favoured by many ITT 
tutors (who regard trainees as primarily learners rather than teachers) hinders trainees 
knowing ¶where they are¶. In contrast, Ofsted argues that the inspection-style process 
within post-16 institutions is a positive GHYHORSPHQWDOORZLQJVWDQGDUGVWR³EHDSSOLHGLQ
a quality assurance framework to the mutual benefit of all parties...´+DUNLQHWDO
41). Both Ofsted and HR managers¶ primary concern is to make definitive judgements 
and use these to monitor, self-evaluate and drive up standards, although the mechanism 
by which measurement leads to improvement is unclear. In 2006 Ofsted reported that 
no trainees had demonstrated ¶Yery good¶ or ¶outstanding¶ practice, thereby concluding 
that the most capable trainees were not achieving their full potential. By 2009, Ofsted 
reported that approximately 10% of trainees were judged to be ¶outstanding¶. 
Consequently, Ofsted and HR managers perceive that graded observations result in 
developing good teaching. 
 
The case for not grading WUDLQHHWHDFKHUV¶REVHUYDWLRQV 
Tutors and their trainees are often resistant to grading because of the ways in which it 
undermines formative, developmental processes. Rather than being judged, trainees 
want help with their classroom performance; ³WKH\ZDQWWRREVHUYHDQGEHREVHUYHG
ZLWKIHHGEDFN´+DUNLQHWDO7KHJURZWKRImanagerialism, inspection and 
self-evaluation in the FE sector during the last decade has been described as 
³VXUYHLOODQFH>DQG@DQRWKHUFRHUFLYHDQGPDOLJQinstrument designed to hold 
>WHDFKHUV@WRDFFRXQW´&RFNEXUQ, see also Hall and Noyes, 2009).  
The perception that Ofsted-style inspection, and subsequent grading of performance, 
leads to improved classroom practice is questionable. As Thomson et al (2010) argue, 
the process of putting people into simple numbered categories leads to unhealthy modes 
of ³FDOLEUDWLRQDQGIRUHQVLFGLVVHFWLRQ´(652). Coffield and Williamson (2011) echo this 
concern in their criticism of how government policy RQJUDGLQJWHDFKHUV¶FODVVURRP
performance is seen as a means of addressing underperformance. Coffield and 
Williamson argue that rather than leading to improvement, graded observation has 
caused underperformance. As teachers, including trainees, become ¶mark hungry¶, they 
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are pressurised to perform to a particular paradigm. Their learners subsequently react in 
ways to meet the requirements of the paradigm at the expense of real and meaningful 
learning. As a consequence, teaching and learning becomes distorted, contrived and 
DUWLILFLDO&RFNEXUQ2¶/HDU\ 
These are serious criticisms of the current emphasis on grading. Teachers can find 
themselves performing particular practices in a tick box culture which tends to trivialise 
the complex art-craft-science RIWHDFKLQJ&RFNEXUQ1DVWD2¶/HDU\
2012). So it is that Ofsted-style observations can constrain trainees to prepare a 
particular type of officially sanctioned lesson (Lee, 2007; Thomson et al, 2010); teaching 
can become contrived and artificial and risk-taking is at best reduced, and at worst 
PLQLPDO&RFNEXUQ2¶/HDU\2UUDQG6LPPRQVUnderstandably, 
trainees adopt µVDIH¶ approaches to teaching that meet a limited range of requirements, 
do not identify weaknesses for development and fail to experiment with new classroom 
approaches (Peake, 2006). At the outset of Ofsted¶VH[LVWHQFHWragg (1994) argued 
that there should be less of an HPSKDVLVRQ³FRVPHWLFFKDQJHV...to please the observer´
(96) and this holds true two decades on.  
The neo-liberal reform agenda has given greater power to FE quality assurance 
processes as they seek to produce high performing, productive workers2¶/HDU\
explains the implications that this has for the relationships between the observer and 
teacher, particularly when Ofsted¶V criteria now determine what can be considered 
¶normDO¶³Those that are able to manifest such normalised behaviour form a 
homogenous community; those that fail to do so are LGHQWLILHGWKURXJKµJDSV¶LQWKHLU
assessed performance´2¶/HDU\ This process does little to enhance teacher 
autonomy but rather tends to disempower teachers. Instead of adopting a deficit model, 
which pre-supposes that there is something missLQJLQWKHWUDLQHHV¶SHUIRUPDQFHVWKHUH
needs to be an approach that motivates and develops that self-confidence that can lead 
to professional growth 6KRUWODQG&RFNEXUQ2¶/HDU\Observation 
should be a positive, developmental experience with trainees being freed from the fear 
of harsh criticism and the excessive anxiety that can arise from being graded. Cockburn 
(2007) argues that trainees need to be supported to become reflective and develop their 
own action research as part of their continuing professional development. Trainees who 
collaborate with their tutor to plan for a developmental classroom activity can reflect on 
the event and make subsequent improvements.  
The deficit, grading approach has not achieved what it was intended to do and the 
potential for classroom observation to be used as a tool for professional development 
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KDVJRWORVW)RUH[DPSOH2¶/HDU\UHSRUWed that many observers found it very 
difficult to provide constructive advice following lesson observations as they were driven 
by the demands of the quality assurance system. Observers found themselves assuming 
a judgemental role and marginalising the developmental potential of the observation 
process2¶/HDU\explains that this change is not only having an impact upon the 
trainees: ³alongside these policy developments there has been a simultaneous reduction 
in the autonomy of tutors, with limited opportunity for them to shape and influence their 
professional development and identiW\´ 
There is general agreement amongst scholars that a model of observation which does 
not involve grading is preferable to the approach used by Ofsted and HR managers 
(Cosh, 1998; Cockburn, 2005; Peake, 2006). It is the importance of formative feedback 
to trainees that is central to any discussion about whether grading should take place or 
not. Such formative feedback plays a crucial role in the development of trainees 
(Hardman, 2007). Peake (2006) has shown that trainees who have experienced both 
quality assurance graded and non-graded ITT observations have found the ITT 
experience more progressive and developmental to their professional practice. They also 
felt that regular non-graded observations which enabled action points from one 
observation to be implemented for a subsequent observation had more impact on 
practice than did an annual, graded quality assurance observation, where development 
points were not revisited (Fawbett, 2003). 
 
Alternative strategies for the observation process of post-16 trainees 
In spite of the above discussion of the demerits of grading, there is a clear requirement 
for tutors to be able to make judgements against the Ofsted criteria regarding trainee 
progress and for the trainees to know ¶where they are¶LQUHODWLRQWRthe official 
standards. Indeed, inspectors have repeatedly asked HEI institutions that do not 
explicitly grade the classroom practice of trainees how they know if trainees have 
achieved the required standards. In particular, do tutors and trainees know if they are 
µRXWVWDQGLQJ¶RUKDYHWKHµSRWHQWLDOWREHRXWVWDQGLQJ¶" 
A decade ago a handful of the forty HEI consortia that deliver post-16 ITT in England 
graded the teaching practice of their trainees. At the time of writing over 50% now have 
some form of grading using Ofsted criteria. The changes appear to have been made as a 
direct result of Ofsted inspectors challenging HEIs during their inspections. The following 
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contrasting approaches illustrate how and why ITT partnerships have reacted in different 
ways WRWKHSUHVVXUHWRJUDGHWUDLQHHV¶FODVVURRPSHUIRUPDQFH 
µ8QLYHUVLW\RIWKH1RUWK¶ operates in partnership with FE colleges delivering post-16 ITT 
in the north of England. Up until 2009 the HEI and its partnership colleges were 
committed to a policy of QRWJUDGLQJWKHLUWUDLQHHV¶FODVVURRPSUDFWLFH7KH\IROORZHGD
developmental approach through formative feedback. They believed, for the reasons 
given earlier in this paper, that this strategy reduced trainee stress and supported 
trainees in taking risks and in developing self-reflection. It was believed that this process 
led to improved teaching and learning. Tutors argued that grading, which is essentially a 
judgemental process, would undermine the advantages of a developmental approach. 
Alongside this process trainees would experience graded observations organised by their 
LQVWLWXWLRQV¶+5PDQDJHUVWRVDWLVI\TXDOLW\DVVXUDQFHUHTXLUHPHQWV 
However, it was recognised by tutors that there were different perceptions of the process 
and content of feedback between Ofsted graded lessons and those focused on 
developmental feedback. Tutors realised that their trainees were not confident in 
understanding the coded language used in feedback and often could not understand the 
difference between a graded quality assurance observation and a formative ITT 
observation. It was felt that trainees did not know where they stood in regard to their 
classroom performance particularly at the end of a two year training course (Ollin, 2009a 
and 2009b). This HEI consortium took the view that some form of grading was required 
as part of the teacher training process. The argument put forward to justify the 
consortium making this decision was that  
both tutors and trainees [need to be] clear about expected standards of teaching, 
LQFOXGLQJWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDWDWUDLQHHFRXOGIDLOWRPHHWWKHVHVWDQGDUGV«>DQG@«
that tutors and trainees have a shared understanding of these standards the 
trainee has achieved, whilst keeping the main forms of observation as 
developmental and formative (Ollin, 2009a: 58).   
Consequently this consortium has now implemented an observation process whereby 
most tutor observations have remained as developmental, with no grading. But two 
formal grading points have been established, one at the end of Year 1 which indicates a 
µSRWHQWLDO¶JUDGHDJDLQVWWKHOfsted criteria, and one at the end of Year 2 which indicates 
a summative grade. Tutors can, therefore, continue to emphasise the developmental 
aspect of the observation process whilst trainees gain some idea of µZhere they are¶ in 
Ofsted terms. Trainees will also be able to compare the grade given by their tutor with 
grades given as part of the quality assurance process in their institution. 
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Compare this with the µUniversity of WKH0LGODQGV¶ZKLFK operates in partnership with FE 
colleges delivering post-16 ITT in the Midlands of England. Like the University of the 
North it has traditionally been committed to conducting non-graded observations. 
Although trainees were graded by the institutions where they were employed as part of 
the quality assurance processes, tutors have continued to feel that graded observations 
for ITT undermine the developmental nature of the training process. This partnership has 
recently been involved in two Ofsted inspections within 18 months of one other. On both 
RFFDVLRQVLQVSHFWRUVZDQWHGWRNQRZZK\WUDLQHHV¶FODVVURRPSUDFWLFHZHUHQRWJUDGHG
The inspectors accepted the position of the partnership that although the observations 
were developmental, tutors were able to make accurate judgements against the Ofsted 
criteria.  
The tutors in this partnership have repeatedly debated the issue of whether or not to 
grade their trainees and have recently confirmed their commitment to continue the 
policy of not grading. They felt that they could make necessary and accurate judgements 
whilst giving developmental feedback. However, three problems still exist with this 
approach. Firstly, trainees are not necessarily aware of the judgements that are made by 
their tutors and consequently cannot self-evaluate their progress against the Ofsted 
criteria. SecondlyWKHWUDLQHHVVWLOOUHFHLYHDJUDGHDVSDUWRIWKHLULQVWLWXWLRQV¶TXDOLW\
assurance process; some students have commented on the incompatibility with their 
JUDGHVZKHQFRPSDUHGWRWKHLUWXWRUV¶Ieedback. Thirdly, employers and future 
HPSOR\HUVKDYHQRLQGLFDWLRQRIWKHLUWUDLQHHV¶SURIHVVLRQDOFRPSHWHQFHDVLGHQWLILHGE\
an HEI at the end of the course. 
 
A middle way: empowering trainee teachers in their professional development 
So far we have discussed the pros and cons of grading classroom practice. Whatever 
position one takes there is a realpolitik of Ofsted inspections and quality assurance 
processes. Indeed, as part of the professionalization process ITT tutors need to help 
trainees understand how to deal with such realities. 2¶/HDU\¶V (2012) call for a 
moratorium on graded observations is unrealistic. The world in which we now live is such 
that managers and future employers need common measures of professional 
competence. It is, therefore, manifestly unlikely that the production of quantitative 
measurement of WUDLQHHV¶FODVVURRPSHUIRUPDQFH is going to cease particularly with the 
majority of ITT consortia having now implemented some form of grading. Elsewhere, 
Bousted DQG+REE\¶VEHOLHIWKDWWKHREVHUYDWion process would improve once 
µEDG¶ observations had been weeded out fails to address the fundamental tension 
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between a summative, judgemental assessment process and a formative, developmental 
one. What is needed is a middle way that recognises the requirements of managers to 
obtain quantitative data on classroom practice whilst enabling developmental 
opportunities for trainees and avoiding the need for tutors and mentors to grade trainee 
observations. 
Such a middle way has been trialled in a small action research study at the FE College in 
which one of the authors lectures and which we call Local College. This research resulted 
from a desire to seek an alternative to the opposing pressures of grading WUDLQHHV¶
professional practice or not. As proponents of action research explain (for example 
Hopkins, 1993) following the specification of a particular practice-based problem (here 
discussed in the previous sections), the action researcher develops an intervention, 
implements and then evaluates this, thereby leading into a further research cycle and so 
on.  
This action research study investigated WKHWUDLQHHV¶H[SHULHQFHVRIWKHHPSOR\HUV¶
observation process (where a grade was given), compared this with WKHLUWXWRUV¶DQG
PHQWRUV¶REVHUYDWLRQV (where no grade was given) and then trialled a new strategy. A 
PGCE class of seventeen trainees was involved in the study at Local College. The study 
ZDVXQGHUWDNHQWRZDUGVWKHHQGRIWHUPRIWKHWUDLQHHV¶VHFRQG\ear of their PGCE 
course. The course is part-time, with trainees attending Local College for one day a 
week. Most trainees have teaching hours in Local College but some work in other local 
post-16 education institutions. During the first year of the course, their classroom 
practice had been observed twice by a tutor and twice by their mentor using the 
observation protocol of the University of the Midlands. Observations were ungraded and 
formative, with action points developed that had been negotiated between observer and 
trainee. During their first year of the PGCE course the trainees had also been observed, 
at least once, against Ofsted¶VFULWHULDDVSDUWRIWKHLUHPSOR\HUV¶TXDOLW\DVVXUDQFH
SURFHGXUHVWKHWUDLQHHV¶UHFHLYHGDJUDGHRQWKHLUSHUIRUPDQFHiQWKHVHµTXDOLW\¶
observations and received feedback that was of a summative nature.  
The research was carried out with all seventeen trainees in the class acting as a focus 
group. In the initial discussion meeting, the group reflected upon their experiences of the 
two approaches to observations. The feedback from the Ofsted-style observations 
typically consisted of a grade and a list of strengths and weaknesses. The trainees were 
not averse to being graded; they understood the requirement to be assessed and 
ZHOFRPHGWKHMXGJHPHQWRIµZKHUHWKH\ZHUH¶LQWKHLUFODVVURRPSHUIRUPDQFH+RZHYHU
the trainees were critical of the feedback they received. The observers had not discussed 
Post-print version of paper. Published version available at 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0309877X.2014.953456  
11 
 
any strategies to help them address the identified weaknesses. No link was made 
EHWZHHQWKHREVHUYDWLRQSURFHVVDQGWKHLQVWLWXWLRQV¶DSSUDLVDOV\VWHPVZKHUHD
developmental action plan could have been developed. The trainees reported that they 
felt that the process was too judgemental and used by managers to primarily gather 
quantitative data on performance, rather than provide opportunities for professional 
development. They also expressed a sense of powerlessness in this judgemental process 
feeling that they were unable to take part in a discussion about the feedback. They felt 
that these types of observations were VRPHWKLQJWKDWZDVµGRQH¶ to them rather than 
being supportive and collaborative. 
The trainees gave a contrasting view of the 4-6 observations undertaken as part of their 
PGCE course. These had not been graded and no summative judgements had been 
made. The trainees reported that following each of these observations developmental 
points had been discussed with the observer, targets were agreed and became a focus 
for subsequent observations. Trainees commented that they found this process very 
helpful in their professional development and that the discussion with the observer 
enabled them to feel part of the process. In contrast to the other observations, they did 
not feel that REVHUYDWLRQVZHUHEHLQJµGRQH¶WRWKHPDQGWKDWWKH\IHOWDVHQVHRI
personal and professional autonomy.   
Following the discussion, a new approach was developed and trialled with the aim of 
making the Ofsted-style observations as emSRZHULQJDQGDVXVHIXOIRUWKHWUDLQHHV¶
professional development as their PGCE observations had been. During a PGCE session 
the trainees each collated the positive points which were made by their tutors and 
mentors, together with the actions points that had been negotiated for future 
development. They compared and contrasted these outcomes against the Ofsted criteria 
and against feedback from the Ofsted-style observation they had received in Year 1. The 
trainees then awarded themselves self-assessment grades for their PGCE observations 
and identified their own action plan for developing their classroom practice. The self-
assessment grades were not for public use but to inform personal professional 
development.  
Following this process each trainee met with their personal tutor where the focus was on 
classroom practice with reference to the Ofsted criteria. Each trainee was asked to report 
their self-assessment grade and explain it using the Ofsted criteria. For all of the 
trainees, there was close agreement between the self-assessment of progress and their 
WXWRU¶V judgement. This indicated that trainees were able to understand the Ofsted 
criteria and accurately identify their strengths and areas for development. 
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At the end of this process the trainees reported that: 
1. they felt that they had a better understanding of the Ofsted criteria than when 
they had been previously observed as part of their employers¶ quality assurance 
procedures 
2. their self-confidence had increased as they felt able to identify a summative 
Ofsted grade, thus fulfilling Ofsted¶VUHTXLUHPHQW RIµNQRZLQJZKHUHWKH\DUH¶    
3. they were less apprehensive of Ofsted-style grading and had a sense of 
empowerment. Being observed using Ofsted criteria would not deter them from 
experimenting with teaching strategies. They believed that post-observation 
discussions should be more dialogic and that they would be able to confidently 
justify their decisions and actions. 
The first action research cycle suggests that it is possible to overcome some of the 
negative aspects of grading whilst enabling trainees to have some indication of their 
position when measured against the Ofsted criteria. The strategy seeks to preserve the 
developmental role of the ITT tutor whilst allowing the trainees to use their WXWRUV¶DQG
PHQWRUV¶IHHGEDFNWRUHIOHFWRQµZKHUHWKH\DUH¶ against the Ofsted criteria and compare 
this to feedback received from quality assurance graded observations.  
An important element in this strategy is to empower the trainees and to develop a sense 
of professional autonomy. Trainees are able to develop an understanding that Ofsted 
grading criteria is not the only way WRDVVHVVKRZIDUDOHVVRQLVµRXWVWDQGLQJ¶RUµJRRG¶. 
By encouraging trainees to be critically aware of the Ofsted criteria they can trial more 
high-risk, developmental lessons with the confidence to justify their actions. 
7KHWUDLQHHV¶FRPPHQWVRIIHUDFKDOOHQJHWRWKHPDLQVWUHDPRUWKRGR[\RXWOLQHGHDUOLHULQ
this paper that is deeply critical of the iPSDFWRIJUDGLQJWUDLQHHV¶SURIHVVLRQDOSUDFWLFH
The evidence from this small study suggests that trainees do see some merit in having 
their observed teaching practice graded, DVSDUWRIWKHLULQVWLWXWLRQ¶VTXDOLW\SURFHGXUHV 
and are not therefore completely averse to complying with Ofsted.  What they want is to 
be involved as equal partners ± as professionals - in the observation and assessment 
process, ensuring that graded observations are supportive and developmental. What 
particularly emerged was the WUDLQHHV¶ requirement for more than just receiving 
developmental feedback, emphasised by several writers above, but the opportunity to 
discuss both the strengths and weaknesses of their practice and to have some autonomy 
in being able to task risks. 
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Concluding Comments 
In this paper we have discussed the tensions for ITT trainees between receiving 
summative/graded feedback and formative/developmental feedback from formal 
observations of practice.  Building on this we have presented some evidence from action 
research conducted in an FE college that shows that both of these demands can be 
satisfied via a middle way involving trainee self-assessment. This middle way has five 
advantages over both the call for formal grading and those resisting change.  
1. It fulfils Ofsted¶VGHVLUHWKDWWUDLQHHVVKRXOGµNQRZZKHUHWKH\DUH¶, enabling a 
more accurate, consistent and transparent approach. The evidence from this 
small study VXJJHVWVWKDWWUDLQHHV¶ self-assessments are highly likely to be the 
same as that of an official judgement. More importantly, WKHWUDLQHHV¶self-
evaluation tends to be more holistic, drawing upon a range of lessons.  
2. This approach supports many RIWKHDVSHFWVRIHGXFDWLRQDOµJRRGSUDFWLFH¶ 
highlighted in this paper. It avoids the excesses of the surveillance aspect of 
JUDGLQJZKLOVWHPSKDVLVLQJWKHWUDLQHHV¶self-reflection and development. This is 
suitable for trainees new to teaching and those who have some experience, as 
well as those teaching in different contexts.  
3. This approach helps trainees to compare their own perceived Ofsted grade with 
grades received for quality assurance purposes. Having reflected on where they 
think they are in relation to the Ofsted criteria, they should be able to undertake 
a professional discussion with their observer (either their ITT tutor, or whoever 
has undertaken the quality assurance observation) should there be a marked 
discrepancy between the two grades. This is a professional competence that we 
consider is very important. 
4. Negotiations between tutors and trainees of the outcomes of their ungraded 
observations could lead to a summative grade being determined towards the end 
of the PGCE course. These could be used to inform current and future employers. 
5. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, this small scale study demonstrated the 
extent to which empowering the trainees by giving them the autonomy and 
confidence to develop challenging lessons enhanced rather than limited their 
professional development. 
This approach balances the strengths/demands of grading and not grading observations 
by occupying the middle-ground and in doing so makes a strong contribution to the 
professional development of trainees in Further Education Colleges. It allows HR 
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managers to continue obtaining quantitative data they deem necessary to judge the 
quality of teaching and learning and which feeds into the statistical reporting that is 
undertaken across an institution. Importantly, this approach also retains the 
developmental observations by tutors and mentors, thereby giving trainees strong 
formative feedback that can become a tool that enhances their capabilities to a high 
standard. Whilst recognising that the managerial processes are not going to go away any 
time soon, professional learning and the development of ITT processes can be developed 
enabling trainees to develop reflection, self-determination and strong professional 
identities.   
Working in this way enables trainees to understand the demands of external agencies 
such as Ofsted without reducing their practice to the unidimensionality of that particular 
grading system. This approach suggests an alternative strategy for enhancing 
professional learning. It enables trainees to develop an understanding the rules of 
accountability frameworks whilst at the same time enabling them to develop a measure 
of independence. 
There would be some benefit of evaluating these models in a more systematic way in 
future. But for now we have presented this issue as an example of how current 
performative and managerial cultures in teacher training in Further Education Colleges 
can be embraced enabling the trainee µYRLFH¶WREHKHDUG DQGIRUWKHWUDLQHHV¶
development to be enhanced through informed discussion. 
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